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Blaise Pascal in 1650 gave a beautiful description 
of that crucial ingredient of knowledge he calls “esprit 
de finesse” (intuitive mind): “in the intuitive mind the 
principles are found in common use, and are before the 
eyes of everybody. One has only to look, and no effort 
is necessary; it is only a question of good eyesight, but 
it must be good, for the principles are so subtle and so 
numerous, that it is almost impossible but that some 
escape notice. Now the omission of one principle leads 
to error; thus one must have very clear sight to see all 
the principles, and in the next place an accurate mind 
not to draw false deductions from known principles. 
All mathematicians would then be intuitive if they had 
clear sight, for they do not reason incorrectly from prin-
ciples known to them; and intuitive minds would be 
mathematical if they could turn their eyes to the prin-
ciples of mathematics to which they are unused. The 
reason, therefore, that some intuitive minds are not 
mathematical is that they cannot at all turn their atten-
tion to the principles of mathematics. But the reason 
that mathematicians are not intuitive is that they do not 
see what is before them, and that, accustomed to the 
exact and plain principles of mathematics, and not rea-
soning till they have well inspected and arranged their 
principles, they are lost in matters of intuition where 
the principles do not allow of such arrangement. They 
are scarcely seen; they are felt rather than seen; there 
is the greatest difficulty in making them felt by those 
who do not of themselves perceive them. These prin-
ciples are so fine and so numerous that a very delicate 
and very clear sense is needed to perceive them, and to 
judge rightly and justly when they are perceived, with-
out for the most part being able to demonstrate them 
in order as in mathematics; because the principles are 
not known to us in the same way, and because it would 
be an endless matter to undertake it. We must see the 
matter at once, at one glance, and not by a process of 
reasoning, at least to a certain degree. And thus it is 
rare that mathematicians are intuitive, and that men of 
intuition are mathematicians, because mathematicians 
wish to treat matters of intuition mathematically, and 
make themselves ridiculous, wishing to begin with defi-
nitions and then with axioms, which is not the way to 
proceed in this kind of reasoning. Not that the mind 
does not do so, but it does it tacitly, naturally, and with-
out technical rules; for the expression of it is beyond all 
men, and only a few can feel it.” (https://en.wikisource.
org/wiki/Blaise_Pascal/Thoughts/Section_1).
Blaise Pascal states that the simultaneous presence of 
“mathematical mind” (esprit de geometrie) and “intuitive 
mind” (esprit de finesse) is mandatory for scientific work. 
Ignazio Licata is both a brilliant and very original the-
oretical physicist and an expert music critic, in his book 
Piccole Variazioni sulla Scienza he wrote an heartfelt ap-
peal for the survival of esprit de finesse in modern science 
starting from a paradigmatic application of the intuitive 
mind: the pieces of music named “variations on a theme 
by” that in many cases are real masterpieces. 
In composing a “variation on a theme”, the musician 
relies upon his sensitivity to the tiny details, the unex-
ploited possibilities hidden in the reference theme in 
order to highlight unexplored potentialities.
The bureaucrats of thought will lose their time in 
useless issues about the true authorship of such pieces: 
Ignazio Licata demonstrates how such bureaucrats pol-
luted the epistemology realm with artifactual distinc-
tions between “empiricism” and “rationalism”  by creat-
ing two false poles of  facts vs theory partisans.
The debate on science was ruined by such polariza-
tions for decades. Licata shows us the complete non-
sense of such issues in the real scientific work that is 
mainly an artisan work where it is not possible to dis-
tinguish between facts and theory, while the mark of 
fruitful and generative research is in the balanced blend 
of Pascal’s mathematical and intuitive minds. 
The urgency of facing such problems is linked to the 
fact that bureaucrats invaded the laboratories and their 
nonsense is amplified by the media so to become “com-
mon sense” and “ideology”. This invasion was made pos-
sible by the fact basic science is in the middle of a big 
crisis  – see Geman D & Geman S. Science in the age 
of selfies. PNAS. 2016;113(34):9384-7, in which the au-
thors sketch an impressive comparison between the (fast) 
pace of scientific knowledge development between 1915 
and 1965 and the (slow) pace between 1965 and 2015 
– while in the same time the huge increase of “science 
workers” created an unprecedented need for money.  
These two concomitant events are at the basis of the 
unholy pact between science and marketing plaguing 
our times and progressively destroying the possibili-
ties of real knowledge advancement.  Ignazio Licata 
describes this situation sine ira et studio but by a very 
clear and rigorous description of the fundamentals of 
scientific thought. A must read.
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